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Contrasting the Perceptions of Child Testimony Experts, Prosecutors and
Police Oﬃcers Regarding Individual Child Abuse Interviews
Martine B. Powell, Rebecca Wright and Carolyn H. Hughes-Scholes
Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
The aim of this study was to compare and contrast the perceptions of various
stakeholders regarding a series of interviews about child abuse. Eight focus groups were
conducted, each involving a police oﬃcer (child abuse investigator), a prosecutor who
specializes in child abuse and a child testimony expert. The aim of the focus groups was
to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the speciﬁc interviews, which were conducted
by the police oﬃcer in each focus group. Thematic analysis showed that the prosecutors
and child testimony experts were relatively consistent in their perceptions about the
need for more free narrative from child witnesses, and to ensure that police oﬃcers
demonstrate open-mindedness when interviewing children. Diﬀerences in priorities and
assumptions about the value of various interview techniques, however, were found
among the stakeholders. These diﬀerences and their practical implications are discussed.
Key words: child abuse; investigative interviewing; police interviewing.
This article describes a series of eight focus
groups, each involving a police oﬃcer
(child abuse investigator), a prosecutor
who specializes in child abuse and a child
testimony expert. A focus group is a
research technique that collects data
through group interaction on a topic
determined by the researcher (Morgan,
1997). In the current focus group sessions,
persons from each of the three aforemen-
tioned professional groups were invited to
discuss speciﬁc interviews with child wit-
nesses that had been conducted by the
police oﬃcers who took part in the focus
groups. Speciﬁcally, the professionals’ task
was to reﬂect on the eﬀectiveness and
function of the interviewers’ questions
and other interview techniques (e.g., draw-
ings, cues and props), and the value of the
child witness statements from either an
investigative or evidential perspective.
Best-practice guidelines for interview-
ing have been established by child testi-
mony experts and adherence to these
guidelines is generally measured by tallying
the number of various questions – optimal
questions are those that encourage an
elaborate response but do not dictate
what information is required (Poole &
Lamb, 1998; Powell & Snow, 2007). Over-
all, this prior research has highlighted that
interviewers have considerable diﬃculty
adhering to this approach – they mostly
ask highly focused questions that risk
contaminating the child’s account (Powell,
Fisher, & Wright, 2005). Similar to the
conclusions of child testimony experts,
legal professionals (e.g., prosecutors,
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judges) and police oﬃcers also report that
lack of narrative detail is a common reason
why many child abuse interviews fail to
meet the requirements of relevance and
reliability (Guadagno, Powell, & Wright,
2006; Powell & Wright, 2008). Qualitative
studies with these professionals, however,
have generally focused on eliciting broad
perceptions about the type of information
that is required and how it is best elicited
(Guadagno et al., 2006; Powell & Wright,
2008; Wright & Powell, 2006). The reason
for conducting the current study was not to
evaluate adherence to best-practice inter-
views per se or to reiterate what constitutes
best-practice interviewing. Rather, the fo-
cus was on the compatibility of various
professionals’ expectations and percep-
tions. This has been diﬃcult to establish
in prior research because there has typically
been no common reference point (i.e.,
actual interview) for discussion. The cur-
rent study is the ﬁrst research that we know
of to directly compare and contrast profes-
sionals’ opinions about the same set of
interviews.
The second rationale for analysing the
current focus group sessions was to explore
the strengths and limitations of case
discussions as a form of inter-agency
collaboration. Inadequate inter-agency col-
laboration is reported to be a major
stressor among police and a reason for
poor competency in interviewing. This has
led many professionals to recommend that
more collaboration between police and
prosecutors is warranted (Clarke & Milne,
2001; Guadagno et al., 2006; Hoyano &
Keenan, 2007; Powell & Wright, in press;
Powell, Wright, & Clarke, in press). Case
conferencing is not generally conducted at
the criminal investigation stage in Australia
because it raises signiﬁcant legal diﬃculties
in relation to the requirement of prosecu-
torial independence (Hoyano & Keenan,
2007). (This is analogous to the require-
ment of judicial independence: the separa-
tion has historically evolved from
legislation and common law. Under the
Australian prosecution model, one of the
roles of the prosecution is to review the
adequacy of the police case.) In this study
we wanted to explore what outcomes (if
any) could be achieved through inter-
agency discussion about cases that were
no longer active and therefore did not
compromise the independent role of the
prosecutor.
In each of the jurisdictions where these
focus groups were conducted, the electro-
nic recording of the child witness interview
could potentially have been used as an
investigative tool (i.e., record of informa-
tion that can assist in the investigation of
abuse) as well as in an evidentiary capacity
(i.e., where the statement can be played as
full or partial evidence-in-chief or admitted
in evidence as a ‘‘statement’’). We com-
mence the presentation of the ﬁndings by
providing an overview of the major themes
arising from the discussions. Subsequently,
an examination of the way in which the
various professionals engaged in these
discussions is oﬀered. Quotations are pro-
vided to illustrate for the reader the various
perceptions.
Method
Focus Group Participants
The focus group participants included
eight police oﬃcers, seven prosecutors
and three child testimony experts. One
prosecutor participated in two separate
focus groups, and the child testimony
experts (all members of our broader
research team based at Deakin University)
participated in between two and three
focus groups each. Although we initially
intended to have a separate academic and
prosecutor in each interview, this was not
possible given the limited pool of specialists
in the legal and academic arenas. The
priority when selecting participants was to
ensure that all participants had suﬃcient
authority and experience to represent the
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perspective of professionals within their
respective ﬁelds. The police oﬃcers and
prosecutors were drawn from two States of
Australia, and at the time of engaging in
the current study they had been working
full time in a specialized child abuse unit
for several years and were routinely inter-
viewing child witnesses as part of their
position. The prosecutors were recruited
from the Oﬃce/Department of Public
Prosecutions in each State and were
regularly involved in prosecuting cases of
child sexual abuse. The child testimony
experts had been conducting training and
research in child investigative interviewing
for at least 5 years.
The police and prosecutors were re-
cruited with the assistance of managerial
staﬀ in their work places, who informed
them about the opportunity to take part in
the current research. Each interested pro-
fessional was provided with a plain-lan-
guage statement and consent form, and
given the opportunity to ask any questions
about the research. The recruitment pro-
cess was continued until it was determined
that data saturation had been reached (i.e.,
no new themes or issues were emerging
from the focus groups; Sim & Wright,
2000).
Field Interviews
The particular group of ﬁeld interviews
discussed in the focus groups was deter-
mined in part by the oﬃcers who agreed to
take part in the research. Once a police
volunteer was recruited, an independent
police representative randomly selected one
of the police volunteer’s ﬁeld interviews in
which the police outcome had already been
determined. Transcripts constituted the
ﬁrst or only recorded interview with the
child about the alleged oﬀence and were
conducted between 5 months and 4 years 2
months (M ¼ 1 year 11 months, SD ¼ 1
year 5 months) prior to the focus group
sessions. Prior to commencing the study,
written consent was obtained from the
parents/guardians of the child witnesses
to use the interviews in the current
research. A new interview was used in
each focus group to ensure that the themes
elicited were generalizable across a variety
of cases. The reason for using interviews
that actual oﬃcers conducted was so that
one person in the focus group had intricate
knowledge of the background of the case
and contextual factors.
The background case characteristics
varied across the eight interviews selected
for this research. The child witnesses
included six girls and two boys, aged 7–12
years (M ¼ 9 years 1 month, SD ¼ 1 year
7 months) who reported the following
sexual abuse experiences: touching over
(N ¼ 4) and under clothes (N ¼ 2), pene-
tration (N ¼ 1), and neglect (N ¼ 1). The
sample consisted of three single and ﬁve
multiple incidents of abuse. The alleged
perpetrators were immediate family mem-
bers (N ¼ 4), a familiar but unrelated adult
(N ¼ 1), unfamiliar adults (N ¼ 2) and a
familiar but unrelated child (N ¼ 1). Only
four of the eight cases proceeded to court
(in two cases the suspect was found guilty
and there was a conviction recorded, in the
other two cases the suspect was charged
but the court outcome is unknown). The
remaining four cases did not progress to
court for the following reasons: the oﬀen-
der was never identiﬁed (N ¼ 2), and no
further police action was requested by the
victim and/or family (N ¼ 2). None of the
prosecutors or academics had been directly
involved in the cases during the investiga-
tion or trial.
Procedure
Several days prior to the focus groups, each
participant was provided with the ﬁeld
interview transcript and a brief overview of
case-related information including any
background information and the outcome
of the case. Each participant was
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encouraged to prepare for the focus group
by reading and making notes on the
transcripts so that speciﬁc sections could
be referred to during the discussion.
The procedure and guiding questions
were consistent across the focus groups and
adherence to this was facilitated by the
child testimony experts (members of our
research team) who were briefed prior to
the sessions. The focus groups lasted in
duration from 52 to 96 min (M ¼ 75 min)
and were all audiotaped. Each focus group
commenced with an overview of the
structure and expectations for the session.
Initially the professionals were invited to
describe their background and then an
overview of the case and its outcome (if
known) was relayed by the investigating
oﬃcer. The remainder of the sessions
constituted speciﬁc discussion about the
interview, including the questioning pro-
cess and ways in which identiﬁed problems
could have been overcome. The discussion
about the interview and questioning pro-
cess covered issues such as the relationship
between the interviewer and the child, the
degree to which the interview met the
requirements of an investigative/evidential
interview, how well the precise oﬀence
(e.g., penetration, indecent assault, issues
of consent, etc.) was established, and
whether the abuse was suﬃciently particu-
larized in time and place. This component
of the focus groups was further aided by
viewing actual video-recorded segments of
the interview (when it was deemed helpful)
during the focus group itself. This allowed
all parties to get a sense of the child–
interviewer relationship, the child’s man-
nerisms and behaviour, and the interview
environment.
Given that the oﬃcers had actually
conducted the interviews that were the
subject of discussions, a concerted eﬀort
was made to facilitate the establishment of
a respectful and relaxed environment.
Members were welcomed on arrival with
morning or afternoon tea, so that they
could familiarize with one another prior to
the discussion. Next, the purpose of the
task was clearly stated: to allow each
participant to learn from one another and
to understand the process from the various
perspectives. All participants were encour-
aged to share their thoughts freely as they
arose and to ensure that other participants
had suﬃcient opportunity to speak.
Analysis
The discussions were transcribed in a
manner that enabled identiﬁcation of the
professional group of the speaker. Analysis
was thematic in nature, involving the
location of common patterns within and
across interviews (Giﬀord, 1998). Each
researcher (author) independently read
each transcript and made notes about
observations, key themes and diﬀerences
in opinions between the professional
groups. Regular meetings were held to
discuss and reﬁne the coding categories.
Any disagreements in individual interpre-
tations were resolved by discussion, and a
shared analytical framework was devel-
oped. There was high overlap in individual
interpretations among the three experts for
both analyses of content, as well as the
style of interaction between the various
players.
Results
All professionals agreed that even though
this was the ﬁrst time they had participated
in a focus group of this nature, it was an
extremely valuable and thought-provoking
experience that ideally should be regularly
implemented. Further, all professionals
shared the same overriding concern (i.e.,
the emotional well-being of the child
witness) and they all acknowledged the
challenging nature of interviewing children
about abuse.
In relation to the individual ﬁeld inter-
views, consistency was greatest between the
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prosecutors and child testimony experts
than between the police and other profes-
sionals. Both prosecutors and child testi-
mony experts perceived that a good
investigative interview is one that enables
the child witness to tell what happened
with minimal speciﬁc prompting from the
interviewer. Both also agreed that the
children in the interviews were rarely given
this opportunity, and that this detracted
from the coherence of the story:
As a prosecutor, I would be looking for
morenarrative fromthe child.For example,
there was one section in the interviewwhere
the child was talking about a cubby house. I
would have liked to have seen more
narrative around that by using a question
like ‘‘Tell memore about the cubby house’’.
But instead you (the interviewer) shifted the
focus by asking quite complex and speciﬁc
questions about relationships . . . I would
omit asking about that sort of information
because it disrupted the narrative and it
(that information) canbe gained fromother
sources anyway [Prosecutor].
Interviewers are more likely to get accu-
rate details in a free narrative account
than in response to speciﬁc questions
about time and place. If she [the child]
had been encouraged to provide more
elaborate details with minimal prompting,
she might have disclosed information that
would have helped to clarify the time of
the oﬀence [Child testimony expert].
Similarly, the prosecutors and child
testimony experts in both States agreed
on the importance of police interviewers
maintaining an open mind and not confus-
ing their role as a forensic interviewer with
that of a counsellor. As shown in the
following quotes, some of the police inter-
viewers gave the impression that they
believed unequivocally that the alleged
oﬀender was guilty, which could be poten-
tially damaging for the case:
I felt that at times you were covering more
than your role. There were certain com-
ments you made to the child that showed
you were wearing the hat of a counsellor
rather than forensic interviewer, and from
my perspective that is to be avoided.
Obviously the child’s needs are para-
mount and if the child is distressed then
the interview should be terminated. But it
was like you were being a counsellor in an
eﬀort to gain more information from her
and I felt that there was a blurring of roles
[Prosecutor].
You made a comment that he [the
oﬀender] needs help because what he did
was wrong. My concern is that you are
making the assumption that he is guilty
and that assumption could be wrong
[Child testimony expert].
While the importance of eliciting a free
narrative account and maintaining an open
mind were clearly salient issues from the
perspective of the prosecutors and child
testimony experts, the police oﬃcers made
very little comment about these. Their
concerns related primarily to whether they
had elicited enough information and had
avoided leading and inadmissible questions.
Although some oﬃcers recognized, in hind-
sight, just how little free narrative they had
achieved, they tended to underplay the
inﬂuence of their own questioning as op-
posed to individual witness characteristics.
Further, any ‘‘therapeutic’’ comments that
overstepped the role of a forensic interviewer
were reportedly used to show faith in the
child’s account, which they hoped would
encourage more information:
It is so important to show that you believe
what the child is telling you and also to get
them to talk about their feelings. I know
that’s notmy job but I think that as a police
oﬃcer you’re in a very good position to
show those children that you’re listening to
what they’ve got to say . . . And another
thing that I’ve found useful is to debrief
after the interview, to say thank you . . .
and to acknowledge how diﬃcult it might
have been for the child to come and talk to
me [Police oﬃcer].
It’s dependent on the child. If you’ve got
a child that doesn’t really want to
cooperate or is not very comfortable
with being on camera, then it’s not very
easy to get a narrative. It really depends
very much on the child [Police oﬃcer].
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Despite agreement between child
testimony experts and prosecutors in
relation to the importance of eliciting
a free narrative account and of being
open-minded, their opinions diverged
regarding why these two components
were important in the cases. The child
testimony experts justiﬁed the use of
these elements from a developmental
perspective, emphasizing that they eli-
cited the most accurate, detailed, and
reliable accounts from individual chil-
dren. Not surprisingly, however, the
prosecutors focused on the usefulness
of the evidence for the prosecution brief
(i.e., for setting up the particular
charges, for negotiations with defence,
for sentencing or as the child’s evidence-
in-chief).
The diﬀerent priorities of the child
testimony experts and prosecutors led to
one major area of disagreement between
them. Although experts in both groups
concurred that the interview would
potentially be more useful if open-ended
questions were used more eﬀectively,
and the interviewer had a greater under-
standing of what information is re-
quired, the prosecutors requested far
greater control be exercised over the
content of the child’s narrative than the
child testimony experts felt was appro-
priate in an investigative interview. The
prosecutors complained that the chil-
dren were allowed to report details that
were irrelevant to the particular charges,
and yet other important details were not
followed up. The child testimony ex-
perts cautioned, however, that at the
early stages of the investigation it is
often not clear what case details are
relevant. They also emphasized that
greater control exerted by the inter-
viewer at the initial stages of the
investigation would heighten the risk
of errors of commission or omission of
details because it restricts elaborate
memory processing:
One of the main principles of investigative
interviewing is that it should be witness
focused. The interviewee needs to report
everything that comes to mind, when it
comes to mind, no matter how trivial or
irrelevant and irrespective of whether it
would be admissible in court. There are
many reasons for this. One of the main
reasons is that from a memory perspective,
the act of recalling a trivial or irrelevant
matter may trigger a later memory that is
critical for the investigation [Child testi-
mony expert].
One prosecutor recognized other beneﬁts
of not being too directive:
I think one of the diﬃculties is that we
don’t know the complexities of this boy’s
life and to shut down side issues could
result in us not really getting a grasp of
the full extent of the criminal environ-
ment in which he is living, the criminality
that he is exposed to and the oﬀending
against him [Prosecutor].
Nonetheless, insuﬃciency of details
needed to support the charges was a
considerable concern for prosecutors,
particularly when the statement was ex-
pected to serve as the child’s evidence-in-
chief.
Another issue that was the focus of
considerable debate between the child
testimony experts and prosecutors was the
perceived usefulness of auxiliary techniques
(e.g., cues, drawings) to aid in the particu-
larization of charges. One interviewer, for
example, had used a tissue box to allow the
witness to demonstrate the concepts ‘‘on’’
and ‘‘in’’, before questioning the child as to
whether the abuse involved penetration.
The prosecutors and police oﬃcers were
mostly in favour of the technique because it
provided a simple, concrete way of enhan-
cing the credibility of the child’s allegation
before the eyes of the jury. Conversely, the
child testimony experts emphasized that
the scientiﬁc literature did not endorse the
use of such techniques for diagnostic
purposes. Instead, the child testimony
experts preferred that interviewers rely on
38 M.B. Powell et al.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:5
0 2
6 J
an
ua
ry
 20
12
 
open-ended questions (where possible) to
establish suﬃcient particulars:
I like the tissue box analogy because,
unfortunately, you’ve got to establish
whether the child understands ‘‘on’’ or
‘‘in’’. This seems as good a way of
establishing that as any [Prosecutor].
I like diagrams because it focuses both of
you on the same thing and it stops any
misunderstanding about the narrative ac-
count about where people were and what
they were doing. It helps if you’ve got a bit
of a mud map . . . I think it’s more that I
like to look at a plan. I understand things
betterwhen someone has drawn something
for me so it’s probably more for my
beneﬁt . . . Also if down the track the child
is giving evidence, say a year later, I can
show the child the picture and it gives us
some way to focus the evidence. From an
evidentiary point of view, that’s quite a
helpful thing [Prosecutor].
Sometimes when a child doesn’t want to
talk, they might be happier to draw a
picture, so if you’re talking about a penis
for example, I might say ‘‘can you draw it
for me?’’ I’ve found that useful in the
past. I don’t know whether that’s the
right or wrong thing to do [Police oﬃcer].
In relation to the style of interaction
among the professionals, several consistent
themes emerged. First, the child testimony
experts and prosecutors were clearly the
most vocal participants, quizzing one an-
other’s logic in an attempt to resolve or
ﬁnd some solution to problems that would
be satisfactory to all parties. One example
of this is provided in the following dialogue
in which the memory expert and prosecu-
tor debate the value of the tissue box:
Prosecutor: Well I’m only just thinking
this through now but what you’ve estab-
lished from the tissue box really is only
that they understand on and in, not
whether penetration has occurred.
Child testimony expert: So what would
you need to establish penetration?
Prosecutor:Yeah it’s a really diﬃcult one. I
suppose you would hope that by them
telling the story, they might give you some
clue in relaying their experience that tells
you whether penetration occurred or not.
Child testimony expert: I agree entirely.
Youmay not need to ask the child directly.
When asked further questions about the
oﬀence, the child may provide information
that strongly implies penetration occurred.
I actually don’t know of any research that
supports the reliability of the ‘‘tissue box’’
technique. From a developmental perspec-
tive, just because the child understands the
words ‘‘in’’ and ‘‘out’’ in the context of a
tissue box doesn’t mean that they can
distinguish ‘‘in’’ and ‘‘out’’ in relation to a
penis penetrating their vagina.
Prosecutor: I have to say that before this
discussion I always thought the tissue box
was a terriﬁc example and I have used it
before. But having heard you talk about
it, I see your point.
The police oﬃcers were much less vocal
than the other professionals in the focus
groups, and appeared most interested in
learning about what speciﬁc evidence is
required to prosecute various charges. They
conceded that lack of feedback was typical in
the workplace, and were often surprised to
hear the prosecutors’ views. When asked to
provide the reason for certain behaviours or
techniques in the interviews, the police
oﬃcers were at times defensive, deﬂecting
perceived criticisms to either ‘‘standard
police procedure’’ (i.e., ‘‘That’s just what
we do’’), limitations associated with the child
witness, or the process in which we selected
interviews for the study:
When I looked at this interview, I didn’t
think it wasmine. I thought it was someone
else’s because I wouldn’t ask such ques-
tions. Discussing good and bad touching is
certainly something I would never do now
on a recorded interview. You should have
picked a good one . . . . a more recent one.
I’m much better now [Police oﬃcer].
We were taught to use the tissue box
because you have to try and establish
whether there has been penetration. It’s a
technique we were shown once and I
forget who showed it to us but we’ve all
just adopted it. You’ll probably see that
most of us use it [Police oﬃcer].
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Discussion
This study demonstrated that inter-agency
discussions of police interviews with child
witnesses can be a valuable process for
police oﬃcers, child testimony experts and
legal professionals. Speciﬁcally, the focus
groups served several functions. They
assisted in reminding professionals of; (a)
what constitutes best-practice interviewing,
(b) the boundaries of each others’ exper-
tise, and (c) the precise contribution that
each professional group can make to
improve the quality and usefulness of pre-
trial statements from child witnesses. Im-
portantly, for the prosecutors and police,
the case discussions demonstrated that
scientiﬁc evidence is not always consistent
with widely held assumptions about the
value of various interview techniques. For
the child eyewitness testimony experts, the
case discussions provided an opportunity
to clarify the legal and psychological issues
that underlie particularization of child
abuse oﬀences. Clearly, through ongoing
active collaboration with both prosecutors
and child testimony experts, police inter-
viewers will be in the best position to reﬁne
their interview techniques to maximize the
usefulness of witness statements for inves-
tigative and evidential purposes.
In spite of all persons being encouraged
to engage in the discussions, the police
oﬃcers adopted a largely passive role.
Anecdotally, these professionals did not
portray a sense of conﬁdence and clarity
about the interview process requirements,
and the discussions (for some) merely
seemed to compound a sense of uncertainty
about the interview process. This observa-
tion is possibly due, in part, to the fact that
these oﬃcers had conducted the interviews
that were being discussed in the focus
group sessions and thus felt intimidated
or self-conscious during the process. In
hindsight, therefore, it might have been
useful to include some focus groups in
which the police oﬃcers engaged in
discussion about interviews conducted by
other (anonymous) interviewers to deter-
mine whether this altered their ability to
participate in the process.
It needs to be acknowledged, however,
that when the police oﬃcers did actively
engage in the discussions, their comments
were mainly conﬁned to clarifying operat-
ing procedures and speculating about
characteristics of the case or child witness
that might have impeded eﬀective adher-
ence to these procedures. Consistent with
prior research, the police professionals did
not portray a clear sense of exactly what
they needed to achieve in the interviews
and the reason why they needed to mini-
mize prompting as much as possible
(Clarke & Milne, 2001; Wright & Powell,
2006, Wright, Powell, & Ridge, 2007). We
suspect that better understanding of inter-
view procedure (i.e., the development of a
strong theoretical rationale underlying
certain procedures) may be a prerequisite
of eﬀective engagement in inter-agency
discussion about the application and func-
tion of particular questions or interview
techniques. Without a ﬁrm theoretical
framework for understanding the eﬀect of
various questions, there is little basis for
determining precisely how (if at all) the
limitations identiﬁed by prosecutors can be
improved.
On the basis of these focus groups, we
believe that greater knowledge among
investigative interviewers of the legal
requirements coupled with better training
in the mastery of non-leading, open-
ended questions (i.e., questions that elicit
the most accurate, detailed and coherent
accounts of oﬀences) will alleviate many
of the structural limitations that prohibit
the usefulness of child witness statements
for evidential purposes. Indeed, it is
already established that better adherence
to recommended interview techniques
increases the likelihood that a case will
proceed to prosecution and result in a
40 M.B. Powell et al.
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conviction (Pipe, Orbach, Lamb, Abbott,
& Stewart, 2008). What these focus
groups highlighted, however, is that
limitations in interviews are unlikely to
be completely overcome with better inter-
view training. The discussions reaﬃrmed
conclusions drawn elsewhere that an
inherent tension arises from the dual use
of the visual recording as an investigative
and evidentiary instrument. This tension
relates (in part) to the fact that the
processes, context and functions of in-
vestigative interviewing and evidence-in-
chief are quite distinct.
To elaborate: an investigative interview
about alleged abuse needs to be conducted
very soon after a disclosure or referral is
made. Ideally, such an interview occurs
before any one has spoken in detail with
the witness about the oﬀence. Its function
(in a limited amount of time) is to establish
whether a particular criminal oﬀence has
been committed, and to get a clear idea of
what occurred (i.e., the nature of the
witness’s allegations, the circumstances of
the oﬀence, and the identity of the alleged
perpetrator) and to generate potentially
useful leads (details) that could be followed
to gather corroborative evidence. To max-
imize the accuracy, scope and clarity of the
information obtained, investigative inter-
viewers must encourage interviewees to
recall everything that comes to mind,
irrespective of whether it seems trivial,
out of place or inconsistent (Fisher &
Geiselman, 1992; Poole & Lamb, 1998;
Wilson & Powell, 2001). In contrast, direct
examination of witnesses ideally occurs
after the interviewer has developed a
theory of the case and understands the
necessary elements that are required to
establish the prosecution case. The inter-
viewer would normally know how the
witness’s testimony ﬁts into the broader
evidential pattern (Hoyano & Keenan,
2007). The main purpose of evidence-in-
chief is to yield a coherent, cogent, and
chronological narrative that complies with
the rules of evidence, covers the criminal
elements of each alleged oﬀence and
provides particulars (Davis, Hoyano,
Keenan, Maitland, & Morgan, 1999; Gua-
dagno et al., 2006; Hoyano & Keenan,
2007; S v. R, 1989).
Other experts share our conclusion that
problems arising from the dual use of the
visual recorded police interviews as inves-
tigative and evidentiary instruments cannot
be completely avoided with better instruc-
tion and feedback. An example is given in
the following:
Having observed the conduct of some 79
video interviews with children, we came
to the conclusion that the above three
purposes (the initial step in a criminal
investigation, an inquiry into whether
the child is in need of protection and the
examination-in-chief of the child at trial)
are extremely diﬃcult to reconcile and
place unrealistic demands upon inter-
viewers. While many interviews reﬂected
good and even excellent practice, the
tension between the competing purposes
could result in testimony which was
incomplete, inadmissible, or diﬃcult for
the jury to understand and evaluate. The
restrictions placed upon supplementary
examination-in-chief by counsel at the
trial made it diﬃcult for the prosecution
to improve its case beyond the child’s
initial, often incomplete disclosure of the
oﬀence. (Davis et al., 1999; p.ix)
Half-Pigot erected a procedural and legal
structure that required those involved in
the investigation and prosecution of child
abuse to assume new professional roles
and responsibilities. For crimes against
children, the conventional bifurcation of
the functions of investigator and prose-
cutor is blurred. (Hoyano & Keenan,
2007, pp.622–623)
. . . an interview that is designed both to
investigate and provide evidence of an
oﬀence will never be carried out in the
same way that a barrister at trial attempts
to construct a credible narrative. (Burton,
Evans, & Sanders, 2006, p.53)
Because of the problem arising from
the dual function of electronically
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recorded interviews, we concur with the
conclusion made by other experts (e.g.,
Davis et al., 1999) that justice will best be
served by allowing prosecutors the lati-
tude to supplement the evidence or allow
the full evidence-in-chief to be provided
when the witness attends court. In this
way, the relevant part of, or entire,
interview can be reconstructed in a more
presentable form to serve the needs of the
prosecution. Importantly, however, when
allowing additional questioning by the
prosecution, the reason should be deter-
mined to ensure that it is not merely an
(avoidable) consequence of poor police
interview training or to prosecutors’
personal beliefs or biases about the
impact of live evidence on juries (Home
Oﬃce, 2002).
In summary, this study conﬁrmed
previous conclusions regarding the need
for better training in police interview
technique, and of the potential value of
encouraging active collaboration be-
tween prosecutors, child testimony ex-
perts and child abuse investigators. In
addition, this study has highlighted the
importance of ensuring that advice given
to police oﬃcers regarding interview
technique, and any formal evaluation
of their interview technique by other
professionals, stands up to scientiﬁc
scrutiny. The next step is to explore
the impact of diﬀerent types of feedback
on investigative interviewer technique
and the usefulness of formal models of
inter-agency collaboration administered
on a broader scale (Powell, Fisher, &
Hughes-Scholes, 2008; Powell et al., in
press).
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